Recent developments in textual criticism have encouraged NT scholars to regard the various NT manuscripts not merely as sources of variant readings to enable a reconstruction of the original text but as interpretative renderings with their own intrinsic interest and as important material evidence for early Christianity. Taking up this cue, this paper examines what the two (probably) earliest manuscripts of  Peter indicate about the status of this writing, and what early readers took to be its key themes, given the other texts with which it is bound. In both cases, and with some striking overlaps,  Peter is regarded as a text focused on the Easter themes of the suffering, martyrdom and vindication of Christ, and the related suffering and hope of his faithful people in a hostile world. These two manuscripts also call for some reconsideration of older scholarship, now widely rejected, which saw  Peter as a baptismal homily or paschal liturgy. While these remain unconvincing views of  Peter's origins, they do rightly identify themes and connections which the earliest editors and readers evidently also perceived.
to weigh competing readings and thus establish the earliest form of the text remain crucial, recent studies have shown how the manuscripts (and their variant readings) are themselves valuable embodiments of reception and interpretation, crucial witnesses to early Christianity's visual and material culture.

My interest in this paper is in what are, as things currently stand, very likely the two earliest manuscripts of  Peter. Not only does their antiquity make them significant, so also does the character and content of the manuscripts themselves. I am not here concerned with the variant readings of  Peter which these two manuscripts present but with the ways in which, as collections of literature, they offer insights into the early interpretation of  Peter, the literary connections made with it and what early transmitters of the text of  Peter took to be its key themes.
The two manuscripts are the Crosby-Schøyen Codex ms  (hereafter C-S), in Sahidic Coptic, and the Bodmer Miscellaneous Codex (hereafter BMC),  in Greek.
The Coptic manuscript, as a recently published translational version, has received very little attention in treatments of the text of  Peter.  The Bodmer Codex, published in parts between  and , is much better known, at least sofar as its NT items are concerned: it includes  Peter,  Peter and Jude, known together as P  . However, while the variant readings of P  have been carefully assessed,  the significance of the manuscript context in which these NT texts appear has less frequently been considered. Despite the discontinuous pagination, it is evidently all the work of one scribe,  though it seems likely that the very fragmentary final homily was added at a later stage (but still by the same scribe).  The collection of texts evidently makes no distinction between 'canonical' texts and others.
Melito's Π1ρὶ Πάσχα-of which only § §- are preserved in C-S, the opening sections being lost-focuses on the story of the Passover lamb as a prefiguration of the redemptive sufferings of Christ. Also notable in combination with the Passover lamb motif is the use of the Isaianic suffering servant material, particularly its sheep/lamb imagery (quoted explicitly in §; see also, e.g., § §, , , ). The deliverance purchased for the members of the Church-'from slavery to freedom, from death to life, from tyranny to everlasting kingdom' ( § § - [C-S]

)-gives them a new identity which is described in terms drawn again from OT texts in Exodus (.) and Isaiah (.): 'he made us a new priesthood and a chosen people and an eternal kingdom' ( §  [C-S] ).
 This is also a striking and precise parallel to  Pet ..
 Willis, 'Letter of Peter', ; Bethge, 'Crosby-Schøyen-Codex', . Eusebius clearly knows of both letters attributed to Peter, but refers to 'the letter of Peter', which should be accepted (τὴν Πέτρου κυρωτέον ἐπιστολήν), contrasted with the second letter of Peter (Πέτρου δ1υτέρα ἐπιστολή) which is among the disputed books (HE ..-). I am grateful to Peter Head for alerting me to this point.  There may possibly have been a brief opening tractate, but since the opening pages of the codex are missing, it is impossible to know what, if anything, might have filled these opening pages. The extant pagination for Melito (which begins only at p. , the previous pages being mostly lost), suggests a separately paginated six-page section at the beginning of the codex. See Robinson, 'The Manuscript's History', xlvi; J. E. Goehring and W. H. Willis, 'On the Passover by Melito of Sardis', Crosby-Schøyen Codex (ed. Goehring) - ().  However, the text of Jonah begins, prior to p. , on the same page (p. ) as the ending of  Peter (see plate  in Goehring, ed., Crosby-Schøyen Codex).  See J. E. Goehring, 'The Manuscript's Language and Orthography', Crosby-Schøyen Codex (ed.
Goehring) xlix-lxii.  J. E. Goehring, 'Unidentified Text', Crosby-Schøyen Codex (ed. Goehring) - ().  ET from Goehring and Willis, 'On the Passover', .  These words are missing from the text of Melito in the Bodmer Papyrus, on which see below, and fall within a lacuna in the Latin text. See O. Perler, Méliton de Sardes: sur la Pâque, Indeed, there are a number of close parallels between  Peter and Melito, at the level both of terminology and theme, and of more exact literary parallels, close enough to allow the possibility of, if not prove, literary dependency.

More generally,  Peter and Melito's Peri Pascha represent a common interpretation of the death of Christ in terms drawn both from the Exodus Passover account and Isaiah . This, John Elliott suggests, points at least to a shared oral tradition of interpretation (and possibly to Melito's knowledge of  Peter).

The second text is an extract from  Maccabees, the 'martyrology section' of the book.
 Its title in C-S is 'The Martyrs of the Jews Who Lived Under
Antiochus the King', abbreviated in the subscript to 'The Jewish Martyrs'.

According to the editors, 'though on the whole it seems to parallel Septuagint  Maccabees closely, it often gives a paraphrase or digest, or chooses a different word'.

This section of  Maccabees describes the persecution of Jews which followed the king's demand that they join in the offerings and celebrations associated with his birthday, actions which are taken to represent the acceptance of Greek customs (.-). First two women are publicly paraded and killed for having circumcised their sons (.). Then we hear about the hideous deaths of Eleazar, and of seven brothers and their mother, who refused to eat pork and thus defile themselves. The text was especially important, Jonathan Goldstein notes, since it contained 'the earliest surviving examples of elaborate stories of monotheists suffering martyrdom' and as such provided 'the direct source for the patterns that thereafter prevailed in Jewish and Christian literature'.

After  Peter, the fourth text to be found in C-S is a complete text of Jonah, entitled 'Jonah the Prophet'. The text again closely follows the Septuagint, with some variations, mostly due 'to the simple preferences of the translator'.

et Fragments (SC ; Paris: Cerf, ) , . There is therefore some uncertainty about their originality, but they are, significantly, present within the C-S text.  Along with Melito // Pet ., Melito // Pet . is also an especially precise parallel, where the shared terminology might well reflect the influence of  

The earliest such example is in the third-century Callistus Catacomb in Rome.

The images of Jonah in early Christian art help to indicate one major reason for the story's popularity: its perceived relevance as a type of the Easter story, a sign of resurrection, notably in the 'three days and three nights' (.) Jonah spends inside the fish.  This christological parallel is strengthened further by the implication that Jonah has, in this three-day period, indeed gone to the realm of the dead (Jonah . MT:
‫ש‬ ׁ ‫א‬ ‫ו‬ ‫ל‬ ; . LXX: ᾅδης; C-S: emnte). It was thus also appropriate as a symbol of the resurrection hope for the deceased whose place of repose it marked, as they awaited the final day of resurrection.
The typological significance of the Jonah story seems to have been picked up very early in the Christian tradition. A saying recorded in both Matthew and Luke makes reference to 'the sign of Jonah' (τὸ σημ1ῖον 'Ιωνᾶ: Matt .; .; Luke .). Matthew's version-which describes Jonah, like the inscriptio in C-S, as Jonah 'the prophet' (.)-most clearly indicates that the sign refers to the Easter events, since it contains the crucial comparison, 'just as Jonah was three days and three nights in the belly of the sea-monster, so will the Son of Man be three days and three nights in the heart of the earth' (v. ). As such, the sign of Jonah can equally well be applied to the general Christian hope for resurrection, as in  Cor .- (a text, incidentally, which appears in the second of our codices; see below).
There are perhaps other reasons too why the text of Jonah may have appealed to readers who also treasured  Peter: it is a story about a righteous man (.) called to missionary witness in a world of wickedness and vice (.). Indeed, one possible interpretation of 'the sign of Jonah' as presented and interpreted in Luke .- is of Jonah, like Jesus, as a preacher of repentance.
 Because of Jonah's witness to the Lord, the sailors-who nobly seek to avoid causing the due to the hostility of the world around them, suffering not only informal slander and opprobrium but also, on occasion, trials and executions for confessing the name 'Christian'.
 And Christ's path of suffering is presented as an example, a way of discipleship (.), which leads to glory and salvation (.-, ; .-; .). C-S clearly shows that early readers indeed took these to be the central themes of  Peter, linking it with other texts that depicted the paschal sufferings of Christ and the suffering of God's people.
. The Bodmer Miscellaneous Codex
The Bodmer Miscellaneous Codex is more complex to assess. For a start, it has not been preserved in its assembled form, and was published in a number of separate volumes in the Papyrus Bodmer series.
 The codex contains the work of several scribes and was formed by the amalgamation of a number of previously distinct writings.  The order and contents of the codex thus remain somewhat open to debate.  Nonetheless, we can be highly confident that these texts were collected together to form one codex, originally containing around  pages in total.  The papyrus sheets measure around  cm × . cm, giving a page size of  × . cm,  similar to that of C-S.
Connections in the pagination or evident in the preserved manuscripts enable some of the links between texts in the collection to be confirmed beyond doubt. There were clearly a number of scribes involved, and the most recent work by The creation of the codex in its final form, Grunewald suggests, was occasioned by the martyrdom of Phileas (in - CE):
 this was the impetus to construct a collection with the Apology of Phileas (and Pss -, undoubtedly part of the same text as the Apology) as its core. second letter attributed to the same apostle, a link suggested already by the explicit reference to a previous letter in  Pet .. This manuscript, then, provides an early example of the kind of 'Petrine witness' which Robert Wall suggests is the canonical function of  Peter, when placed alongside  Peter.
 The combination of  and  Peter provides a fuller depiction of emerging orthodoxy, and a clear opposition to 'false' teachers (a dominant concern in  Peter), presented under the name of the apostle who represented the 'rock' on which the church was built (Matt .). Indeed, this interpretation of the significance of the grouping of  and  Peter can be strengthened when we consider the marginal headings, or thematic summaries, that occur through  and  Peter but nowhere else in the BMC.
 This feature of the Petrine texts of the BMC, Wolfgang Wiefel suggests, is an indication of the particular value placed upon these writings, compared with others in the collection.  It is indeed striking that it is only in these two letters that these marginal notes appear. This may be explicable, however, on the grounds that this particular tract, containing only  and  Peter, was first produced separately, before being incorporated into the larger codex. this 'is probably an error for κατακ1κλησμ1νοις which is read by C and a few minuscules, and is widely represented in the Old Latin' (and also the Syriac Peshitta and Ethiopic versions). Indeed, P  's marginal note may thus be a very early witness to the presence of this word in the textual tradition. Given the (Coptic) scribe's relatively poor Greek, it is unlikely he introduced this word without some influence or precedent. As Wiefel points out, these summary phrases together give a clear indication of the priorities of Christian life in the world: holiness and purity, the holy priesthood and chosen people of God, belief in the sufferings of Christ in the flesh and in the creator God, separation from false teachers and scoffers, love and peace. In short, Wiefel claims, 'das Bild eines durchschnittlichen großkirchlichen Christentums tritt uns aus diesen Überschriften entgegen'.  This rather exaggerates the extent to which the headings themselves constitute a mini-summary of the key aspects of orthodox early Christianity, especially given their rather poor Greek, except insofar as  and  Peter together themselves constitute such an orthodox Bild. But whatever their combined doctrinal force, the summary notes certainly reflect an interpretative reading of the text which, by identifying and summarising topics, influences subsequent readings. More specifically, for  Peter in particular, it is interesting to note that by far the two longest marginal notes relate to the declaration of the identity of the new people of God (.)-a verse, we recall, closely paralleled in Melito-and the death and new life of Christ, in the context of his enigmatic proclamation to the imprisoned spirits (.; cf. also the heading to . on this theme). This focus of attention in the thematic summaries gives a further indication of what was seen as the theological centre of the epistle. The tract containing  and  Peter was combined with another collection of texts (section I of the codex), some written by the same scribe, containing the Nativity of Mary,  Corinthians, the th Ode of Solomon, the letter of Jude, Melito's Peri Pascha and a liturgical hymn. It is interesting to note, first, the linking of - Peter with Jude, a hint as to the early stages in the clustering of 'catholic epistles',  and second, that here we find these subsequently canonised writings grouped with other early Christian literature, with no evident distinctions of status or value.

It is difficult, however, to see any close thematic connections to explain the bringing together of this collection of texts, though this is an issue to which we shall shortly return. The inclusion of Jude might well be explained either on the
grounds of the status of its author  or because of the evident similarity of its material with that of  Peter (there is a large amount of closely shared material suggesting clear literary dependence). But it is hard to see any reason, in terms of closely shared theme or common outlook, for linking these three texts with the Nativity of Mary,  Corinthians and the th Ode of Solomon.
It may be that a concern for mainstream orthodoxy, and defence against socalled heresies, was a prominent motivation. Jude, like  Peter, is dominated by a polemical denunciation of false teachers. The Nativity of Mary (ProtJas), the opening tract in section I, is clearly concerned to stress the purity and virginity of Mary, and the virginal conception of Jesus, drawing especially on Luke's nativity story (ProtJas .-; .-.), thus, among other things, countering any low or adoptionist Christology. It is interesting to note that three unique readings in P  also indicate a concern to stress the deity of Christ, perhaps again with an antiadoptionist motivation: in Jude , instead of κυριος (where some MSS, including Alexandrinus and Vaticanus, have 'Ιησους), P  has θ1ος Χριστος; in  Pet ., 'the sufferings of Christ' are, in P  (and in miniscule ), τα του θ1ου παθηματα; and in  Pet ., the omission of και leads to the reading ἐν ἐπιγνωσ1ι θ1ου 'Ιησου του κυριου ημων. of a hymn that immediately follows the Peri Pascha is too brief to say very much about. It is clearly some kind of liturgical hymn, its call to praise and response suggesting the possibility of antiphonal performance.  Since it immediately follows the Peri Pascha, it has been suggested that it may have been used as part of the paschal liturgy, perhaps 'chanté après le baptême et avant l'agapeeucharistie'.  Othmar Perler considers it likely that Melito is the author of the hymn. Even if this remains unprovable, a close and early connection between the Peri Pascha and the hymn seems highly likely.  Certainly, the appearance of  Peter and the Peri Pascha, as in C-S, suggests that the paschal/Easter theme was again a prominent reason for the selection and collection of these texts. A number of proposals have been made regarding the theological motivation or thematic focus that led to the creation of the entire codex which, in its final form, now also included the Apology of Phileas and Greek Psalms - (section II). Victor Martin, editor and translator of the Apology of Phileas in the Papyrus Bodmer series, proposed that the texts were united by their character as 'theological literature', developing and defending aspects of orthodox Christian doctrine.
 However, as Kim Haines-Eitzen points out, 'Martin's explanation… has the disadvantage of being so general that one wonders what early Christian literature would not fit in the category of "theological literature", or what third and fourth century Christian writings are not concerned in some way with the questions of doctrine-particularly in the form of controversies over "orthodoxy" and "heresy"'.  Moreover, so far as  Peter is concerned, we might note that it is hardly concerned with any explicit rebuke of 'heretics', unlike Jude and  Peter. Nonetheless, as we have already seen, Martin's suggestion has some merit, at least so far as the combined force of sections I and III of the codex are concerned. Haines-Eitzen's own proposal is that 'the most pervasive theme in the texts gathered into this codex is that of the body', a proposal cautiously affirmed to a degree by Wasserman.
 However, this proposal also fails convincingly to capture a unifying theme. In the first place, to be even plausibly considered, the motif of the 'body' must be understood in immensely broad and diverse ways-Haines-Eitzen notes, for example, the Nativity's insistence that Jesus was born in the flesh, the spiritualised notion of the flesh in the th Ode of Solomon, the polemic against those who defile the flesh in  Peter and the we have seen, in seeing the collection as a presentation of emerging orthodoxyto which  Peter makes a clear contribution-with defence against heretics and false teachers also a prominent concern (here  Peter is more pertinent). But unlike Jude,  Peter, and  Corinthians,  Peter is plainly unpolemical, and has no explicit concern to combat false teaching. The proposed shift to a Paschal focus with the addition of section II is also less than convincing, since it seems hardly related to the content of the texts added at this point, particularly Psalms - on the basis of a link between Psalm  and  Peter. Noting that the Psalm is cited twice in  Peter-in . and .-, the latter being 'das längste AT-Zitat im . Petr. überhaupt'-Wiefel raises the question whether  Peter was understood as a homily on Psalm .

Indeed, beyond the important citations (and possible echoes) of Psalm  in  Peter, there are also close thematic resonances between these two Psalms and  Peter. Both Psalms depict the cry of the righteous Davidide to God, for deliverance from those who persecute him and cause him suffering. As such they contain christologically relevant motifs, and were evidently taken to be of messianic significance by early Christians (cf. the quotation of Ps . [LXX] in John .). They are also particularly relevant to the situation of people suffering rejection and persecution in a hostile world (cf.  Macc .).  Peter explicitly describes the suffering Christ as a model for Christian discipleship, just as these Psalms depict the righteous sufferer in the line of David, who endures suffering confident of God's just vindication. These two Psalms offer an excellent OT source to connect two themes central to  Peter:
Readers in the Early Church: A History of Early Christian Texts (New Haven and London: Yale University, )  n. .  Cf. Nicklas and Wasserman, 'Theologische Linien', , who note that Wiefel's theory leaves unclear what role the Apology has in the collection.  Wiefel, 'Kanongeschichtliche Erwägungen', . On the total number of pages in the codex, see above n. .  Cf. Nicklas and Wasserman, 'Theologische Linien', ; I think this underestimates the likelihood that literary and thematic connections were perceived, on which see below.  Wiefel, 'Kanongeschichtliche Erwägungen', . He does not, however, refer to W. Bornemann's much earlier proposal to this effect, on which see below.
the suffering and vindication of Christ, and the suffering and vindication of God's righteous people. Furthermore, Psalm  (LXX) contains another theme of great importance to  Peter, that of 'doing good' (Ps . [LXX] , quoted in  Pet .).
There is also more to say about the significance of the Apology of Phileas, quite possibly the key to the formation of the codex in its final form. It is interesting to note that in the other extant Greek manuscript of this text, Papyrus Chester Beatty XV, which dates from roughly the same time as (this part of) BMC (i.e. early to mid-fourth century), Phileas is also bound together with a collection of Greek Psalms.
 Even more important for our consideration here is the content and character of the Apology of Phileas (elsewhere called the Acts of Phileas). It is a martyrdom account which details the repeated questioning of Phileas by the prefect Culcianus. Culcianus repeatedly urges Phileas to sacrifice to the gods-and on one occasion to swear an oath, probably to the genius of the emperors  -while Phileas gives a range of reasons for his firm and repeated refusal. Although the death of Phileas is not narrated in the BMC version (contrast the Chester Beatty Papyrus and the Latin version),
 it is clear that attempts by the whole court to persuade him will not change his resolute refusal to comply with the prefect's request.
A comparison with C-S is striking: there, along with Melito and  Peter, we had  Macc -, an account of the Jewish martyrs; here, along with Melito and  Peter, we have an account of the trial of a recent Christian martyr. The thematic resonances which cluster in BMC, and specifically around  Peter, are, then, closer than has been recognised. Wiefel, we recall, noted that when the pages of Melito and  Peter were added together, half of the BMC comprised texts with an Easter connection. However, if we now add Psalms -, texts which clearly focus on the theme of the suffering and hope for vindication of the Davidic righteous one, and the Apology of Phileas, a Christian martyrology, then over a hundred pages of the codex ( of the  that are extant) contain texts relating to the themes of the paschal suffering of Christ, and the related suffering of his people in a hostile world. The parallel with the focal themes of C-S is close indeed.
There are also some specific points of connection with  Peter. We cannot claim, then, that a single theme or theological motif unites every one of the diverse texts collected in BMC. Nonetheless, there are a number of aspects of the codex's content that are significant for understanding the way early editors/readers understood the themes and content of  Peter.
First, linked with  Peter, and then with the other texts in section I of the codex,  (and ) Peter provides a body of Petrine teaching which is valuable and instructive for an emerging Christian orthodoxy, not least in its battles against what is perceived as false teaching and heresy.
Second, there is the prominent focus on Easter themes central to Christian faith and discipleship. As in C-S, there is the striking collocation of  Peter and Melito's Peri Pascha. This would seem to indicate that early editors, like modern scholars, recognised the thematic (and textual?) resonances connecting the two works, and their common focus on the themes of Christ's suffering, death and vindication. The linking of  Peter with Psalms - not only highlights still further the paschal theme, but also connects this christological motif with the suffering of God's people in a hostile world, their following of the one who suffered for them and their hope of salvation and vindication. Given the clear use of Psalm  in  Peter, there is also an intertextual as well as a thematic relationship. The inclusion of the Apology of Phileas, perhaps the key to the making of the final collection, indicates, as in C-S, the thematic link between the suffering of Christ and the suffering of God's faithful people. In short, while the clear thematic coherence that characterises C-S is less evident in BMC, there is still a good deal to suggest a similar focus linking a number of texts with themes central to  Peter.
. The Significance of C-S and BMC for the Interpretation of  Peter
It remains to consider the significance of these early codices for the interpretation of  Peter, particularly in relation to a history of research in -and as obscuring rather than highlighting the central concerns and themes of the letter. Recent scholarship has almost unanimously come to reject the liturgical and homiletical theories of earlier scholarship, together with their proposals for literary partition and a baptismal connection. In his recent and magisterial commentary, John Elliott concludes his review of scholarship on the genre and integrity of the letter thus: ' Peter from the outset was conceived, composed, and dispatched as an integral, genuine letter. This conclusion represents the position of the vast majority of recent research on  Peter'.

There is perhaps some irony in the fact that those who proposed a paschal or baptismal setting for  Peter, or noted specifically its connections with Melito or with Psalm  (LXX ), wrote before the discovery of the manuscripts in which these texts were collected together with  Peter, while the rejection of their proposals became established precisely in the period shortly after the publication of the Bodmer Miscellaneous Codex.
 Or, to raise the issue in a different way, while recent commentators on  Peter have paid little attention to the significance of the manuscript contexts in which the earliest copies of  Peter have been found, those whose attention is primarily focused on these manuscripts sometimes echo earlier views of  Peter, in a way which can sound dated to those familiar with recent scholarship on the letter. Thus, Willis opens his introduction to the C-S text of  Peter with the following words: 'In an early mixed codex the selection of the texts for which was the theme of the Pasch, it is not surprising to find  Peter, long recognized as a baptismal homily appropriate to the Easter season.'

How far, then, should these earliest manuscripts of  Peter cause us to revise our views of the letter, and perhaps reassess the proposals from an earlier phase of Petrine scholarship?
() We should not, I think, reject the strong consensus of recent scholarship that  Peter is a genuine letter, and a literary unity. Nonetheless, there is perhaps a somewhat more blurry line between epistolary and liturgical origin than the recent consensus suggests. For a start, as a letter which has long been seen as 'une Épître de la Tradition', incorporating a wide range of early Christian traditions and materials,  Peter may well include material that has been formed and shaped in liturgical contexts, even if the precise identification of such materials is not possible with any confidence.
 Moreover, the immediate reception of a letter is in a liturgical context, in the sense that it is read (and intended to be read) to a congregational gathering. It is impossible to be certain how the particular codices we have considered here were used, whether liturgically-specifically at Easter, or throughout the year?-or, say, for catechetical instruction. Bethge, for example, regards C-S as 'ein liturgisches Buch für die Osterzeit'.
 Wasserman notes 'a liturgical connection between the th Ode, Melito's Homily, the hymnal fragment and  Peter' in BMC. He is uncertain whether 'the Bodmer codex was actually used in church services' but nonetheless sees the liturgical connections as likely explained 'by the fact that these texts were transmitted in a liturgical context'.  The appearance of two psalms in the collection would also support a liturgical use. C-S, with its clear and well-spaced text, and its tight thematic focus, perhaps more strongly implies a liturgical use, while the less polished presentation of the BMC text, and its wider range of topics and material, might possibly suggest a use in teaching and instruction, whether in congregational or private settings. But even if we do assume some kind of liturgical/congregational use, this is, of course, quite different from the view which sees in the text of  Peter the record of a (baptismal/eucharistic/paschal) liturgy. Finding  Peter in early liturgical use does not imply that the document originated as a liturgical order, later set within an epistolary frame. It is important to distinguish between the search for the origins of  Peter and the early interpretation and use of the letter. Early twentieth-century scholarship on  Peter rightly and astutely recognised in  Peter paschal themes, and connections with Melito and Psalm . Where it went wrong was in seeing these themes and connections as indications of the origins of the letter, in homily or liturgy, the addition of an epistolary frame turning these materials into the form of a letter.
() Perhaps the main way in which these manuscripts of  Peter make a contribution to our understanding of the letter is in indicating what early interpreters took to be its central themes and theological focus. The two earliest copies of  Peter, C-S in particular, indicate that some of the earliest interpreters of the letter found it full of paschal themes, seeing connections with Melito and (in BMC) the Psalms. They also found it a text resonant with the themes of persecution and martyrdom, and the suffering of God's people in the world, a suffering that imitates that of Christ. This thematic focus is less consistently evident in BMC, but is nonetheless prominent, as we have seen above.
In identifying such themes as central to the letter, these codices-products and reflections of a somewhat later time and context-do not, of course, allow us to assume that these were also in the mind of the author of  Peter. But they do provide a view, an interpretation of the letter, which can, not entirely unlike exegetical works and commentaries (also reflections of later times and contexts), point us to the theological centre of the letter and to its dominant themes and concerns-whether or not these were consciously intended by its author. In identifying as the central themes of  Peter the suffering and vindication of Christ, and the related suffering and hope of his faithful people in a hostile world, the producers of these early codices concur with modern commentators.
 This in itself illustrates how these early manuscripts constitute a valuable and fascinating part of the history of interpretation of  Peter, an illuminating pointer to the dominant themes of the letter.
 E.g., Elliott characterises  Peter as follows: 'First Peter is, in a sense, an Easter letter. The basis for the hope it celebrates, and the impetus for the creation of the distinctive community it describes, are grounded in God's resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead and the regeneration of those who confess him as Lord… It is most appropriate, therefore, that it is  Peter to which the church listens in its liturgical celebration of the Sundays of the Easter season' (J. H. Elliott, Conflict, Community, and Honor:  Peter in Social-Scientific Perspective [Eugene, OR: Cascade, ], -.
